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The Life and Times of Stephen Girard. By JOHN Bach Mc- 
Master. Philadelphia, J. B. Lippincott Company, 1918. — Two 
volumes ; xii, 469 ; iv, 481 pp. 

Professor McMaster will remain one of the great permanent figures 
of American historiography. In his massive History of the People, be- 
gun before many of us were born and concluded but a year or two ago, 
he was the first American to realize the truth that the state is only one 
of many interests of the human family, that much of what may properly 
be considered as the general will is never put in form of law and that the 
laws themselves cannot be understood without a sympathetic study of the 
current notions which give them their validity. He has not drilled his 
facts to march in order toward a logical "interpretation "; he seems 
to see life whole, perhaps, but not to see it steadily; he may have 
been correctly charged with being most concerned with the illustrative , 
not the probative, material of history. But he has spread his canvas 
wide and after patient exploration with his sketch-book into unfamiliar 
ways, peering into corners and taking note of the day's business in 
church or market, field, factory or school, has strikingly enlivened and 
enriched the scenes he has painted. Many who have since described 
American life have found McMaster 's panorama a tolerable substitute 
for nature ; it is suspected, for example, that John Fiske composed his 
masterpiece, The Critical Period, only after the most faithful and 
profitable reading of the first volume of the History, which had ap- 
peared five years before. 

The reader of the Life and Times of Stephen Girard will sigh for 
another Fiske to follow with his literary gifts of rational arrangement 
and smooth and ordered presentation. These two volumes are mis- 
named ; the title should be Extended Notes on the Papers of Stephen 
Girard. Professor McMaster, confronted with thirty thousand manu- 
scripts and apparently believing that they probably would never see 
the light of publication, seems to have resolved to print significant 
and interesting parts even if they had but little bearing on the Life. 
Thus, the reader finds a long and doubtless useful chapter on Amelia 
Island based on the reports of Girard's agents at or near that rendez- 
vous of smugglers, pirates and adventurers ; a six- page letter from a 
Cincinnati correspondent on Josiah Warren's " Time Store " is inserted 
in a chapter entitled " The Voltaire and the Montesquieu Wrecked ' ' ; 
likewise eight interesting pages are devoted to the July Days in Paris, 
because a niece of Girard and several gentlemen wrote letters on the 
subject. Such passages, no doubt, give the work a certain value as a 
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source book, but they are distressing faults in a biography. Sometimes 
the author finds an episode which he rightly deems diverting, and 
wanting that rare quality, the courage of rejection, he writes it out in 
full. For example, ten pages are devoted to some correspondence 
with reference to a runaway slave, which, at most, throws but a ray of 
light upon the wealthy merchant's shrewdness and tenacity. But what 
strikes us as unduly digressive and diffuse, may seem to the writer, 
after handling thirty thousand papers, to be a model of rigorous 
condensation. 

" I cannot conceive ", says the immortal Boswell, " a more perfect 
mode of writing any man's life, than not only relating all the most im- 
portant events in it in their order, but interweaving what he privately 
wrote, and said, and thought." This is the mode employed by Professor 
Mc Master ; but unlike that of Dr. Johnson, whose interest was the world, 
the correspondence of Girard, whose interest was his business, is not 
all interesting. In fact, the letters of instruction and the faithful log- 
like record of the sailings out and sailings back of " Les Deux Freres " 
and the ' ' Good Friends ", grow somewhat wearisome, and though it 
may be realized that it is very useful to have them available in print, 
the impression remains that the author has published his notes im- 
bedded in his text. This is a book which repays attention but does 
not command it. 

Yet here and there are items of greatest value , such as references to 
confusion in the currency in the days before the Constitution (volume 
i, pages 54, 62, 100), or to the high profits of trade in the '90's 
when French proclamations and English orders in council left the mer- 
chant quite uncertain as to what port would be open to receive his 
ships, and all instructions had to be contingent (volume i, pages 167, 
235-239, 241 ; volume ii, page 37). The annoying restrictions on 
West Indian trade are well set forth (volume i, pages 51, 62). One 
gets an interesting sidelight on the attitude of English merchants just 
before our second war in a letter from the Baring Brothers : •* The late 
occurences off your coast are as much disapproved here as in Amer- 
ica" (volume ii, page 53). The massacres of '91 and '93 in San 
Domingo are vividly described by correspondents (volume i, pages 
126-130, 193-196). Labor contracts like those made with tenant 
farmers (volume ii, pages 66-68) sound quaint to modern ears by 
reason of their particularity. The vicissitudes of trade in time of war 
are well illustrated by Girard's contention with the Swedish government 
over sequestered property (volume ii, chapter vii). His controversy 
with the state over rights of private banking makes interesting reading 
(volume ii, 250-269). 
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Despite two volumes of narration and quotation, the figure of Stephen 
Girard is not so clear as the reader could desire. There is naturally 
some curiosity as to the great merchant and first private banker of 
America. Undeniably he was a grasping trader. His brother, acting 
as his agent, writes in 1784 : " It is amusing to have you ask me how 
you can make some more money. You will always be the same — never 
content." And not long after, this agent left his brother's employ- 
ment, complaining bitterly of having been overreached. Girard knew 
well and practiced many ways of sliding through the law (volume i, 
pages 52-54, 58-60, 63, 69, 70, 72, 79,406). Yet his fortune came 
from unremitting application; he spoke fondly of " my love of work, 
the only pleasure I have on this globe." He was burdened with an 
insane wife — ' ' I assure you I am very tired of the daily entertainments 
with which my better half provides me" — and, sadly disappointed in 
his hope of children, he seems a lonely and pathetic figure. 

Six times during his long residence in Philadelphia the city was 
visited by " the plague ", yellow fever, and each time Girard showed 
the quality of a hero, throwing aside his business to minister to his 
stricken fellow-citizens. With one associate he set in order the dilap- 
idated Bush Hill Hospital and managed it effectively for many weeks, 
confounding Dr. Physick, Dr. Leib and others with his methods. 
Henceforward he found savage joy in scourging with the scorpions of 
his satire the whole medical fraternity of Philadelphia. He, himself, 
found little need for medicine, but by hard work and frugal diet lived 
to the age of eighty-one. 

The reader will be disappointed that no more light is cast on Girard's. 
religion. The considerations which drove him into deism do not ap- 
pear. Indeed, the biographer shows but little interest in this impor- 
tant phase of his influence. There is no mention of the legends of the 
reconversion on his deathbed, the clash between the Masons and the 
priests upon the funeral day, the great legal battle over the will, which 
was claimed to be offensive to Christianity by its provision for an infi- 
del school. Though there is some mention of philanthropies, the 
reader would welcome some authoritative comment on the anecdotes 
which enliven the pages of Simpson, Rupp and Ingham, Girard's pre- 
vious biographers. In fact, many of the letters serve to stimulate 
curiosity rather than allay it. By the publication of this work the 
material available for economic history has been enlarged, but the art 
of biography has not been advanced. 

Dixon Ryan Fox. 

Columbia University. 



